Changing consumption values in urban China: a longitudinal study of newspaper advertising, 1981-2003. by Tan, Jieyu. & Chinese University of Hong Kong Graduate School. Division of Communication.
Changing Consumption Values in UrbaiiQhina: A Longitudinal 
I V 一一 ;」彦 I 
Study of New^ayer. Adverti^M, 1981-2003 
TAN Jieyu 
A Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree of 
Master of Philosophy 
in 
Communication 
© The Chinese University of Hong Kong 
July 2004 
The Chinese University of Hong Kong holds the copyright of this thesis. 
Any person(s) intending to use a part or whole of the materials in the 
thesis in a proposed publication must seek copyright release from the 




Abstract of thesis titled: 
Changing Consumption Values in Urban China: A Longitudinal 
Study of Newspaper Advertising, 1981-2003 
Submitted by TAN Jieyu 
For the degree of Master of Philosophy in Communication 
at The Chinese University of Hong Kong in July 2004 
The market-oriented modernization in contemporary China has brought dramatic 
changes to Chinese people's consumption patterns. It is widely agreed that 
consumption should be studied with clues from political, economic and/or cultural 
systems. Tracking the changes in consumption in contemporary China will enhance 
our understanding of the subsequence of marketization and provide a basis for 
theoretical discussions on the correspondence between social environment and 
individual orientations. Among various topics of consumption, "consumption values" 
should be placed in a central position for investigation, for all practices of 
consumption imply the pursuit of values. In contrast to Western consumption 
tendencies, this thesis attempts to describe changing Chinese consumption values 
against the backdrop of on-going modernization in urban China and presents 
up-to-date empirical analysis from 1981 to 2003 as evidence. A longitudinal content 
analysis of 1,888 ads from the Guangzhou Daily newspaper reveals the increasing 
i 
salience of symbolic consumption values, among which hedonistic values prevail over 
traditional values. "Family" is the most salient among those consumption values that 
conform to Chinese traditions, and its contemporary meaning bears a hedonistic 
orientation. In-depth interviews with advertising professionals help to identify the 
linkage between China's modernization and its changing consumption values. The 
current research contributes in two main aspects. First, it provides a clear picture of 
consumption values in urban China during the marketization period since 1979, 
indicating the heavy impact of modernization and weak influence of Chinese 
traditions on consumption values. Second, a scale coding has been newly proposed to 
analyze values manifested in ads, which can probably generate more precise results 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
This thesis studies the changing consumption values in urban China during the 
country's modernization era. As the world's largest developing country, China's 
marketization and opening-up to the world since 1979，after decades of a planned 
economy with total closure to the capitalist West, has drawn worldwide attention. The 
market-oriented modernization in contemporary China has brought dramatic changes 
to people's consumption. Consumption is defined in this thesis as an everyday practice 
in which human beings make use o f t h e final form o f aproduct t o fulfill personal 
purposes\ It is widely agreed that consumption should be studied with clues from 
political, economic and/or cultural systems (e.g., B audrillard, 1 998; B auman, 1 988; 
Bocock, 1993; Campbell, 1987; Clammer, 1997; Corrigan, 1997; Ewen, 1976; Friat & 
Dholakia, 1998; McCracken, 1988; Miles, 2001; Ritzer, 2001; Slater, 1997; Veblen, 
1899). Tracking the consumption changes in contemporary China will enhance our 
understanding of the subsequence of market-oriented modernization and provide a 
basis fo r theoretical discussions on the correspondence between social environment 
and individual orientations. � 
The majority of literature on modem consumption has focused on the West. This 
literature explains that the modernization of social structures has made consumption 
bear certain characteristics, illustrated in consumption patterns, means, values, etc. 
‘There is the demarcation between industrial consumption and personal consumption. This thesis concerns only 
personal consumption. In industrial consumption, materials for production are used and transformed into new 
forms. In personal consumption, individuals use products to fulfill their personal purposes rather than to generate 
new product forms. The act of obtaining such products via purchase or by other means, is also considered personal 
consumption, for the act of obtaining leads to the act of using. 
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Among the various topics concerning consumption, "consumption values" should be 
placed in a central position for investigation. Values are “conceptions of the desirable" 
(Kluckhohn, 1951; Rokeach, 1979，p.2). Values stand for the individual's preferable 
state(s) of existence and direct individual actions (Rokeach, 1973). All practices of 
consumption imply the pursuit of values, so consumption value is essential for a 
description of consumption. Western societies have seen increased salience of 
symbolic consumption values and diminished emphasis on utilitarian values in the 
process of modernization. In contrast to the Western consumption values, this thesis 
attempts to show how consumption values in China have changed against the 
backdrop of on-going Chinese modernization and provides up-to-date empirical 
analysis from 1981 to 2003 as evidence. Compared to that of the West, China's 
market-oriented modernization occurred rather late, starting only two decades ago. 
This modernization has been happening in a Chinese cultural context that is famous 
for Confucian traditions and values which have been passed on for thousands of years. 
Consumption values fostered in such a social environment are intriguing for 
exploration. Hitherto, this is the only study that has analyzed the trends of 
consumption values in urban China across the whole reform period, 1979 until present 
day. I have relied on content analysis of newspaper ads and interviews with 
advertising professionals to form the core of my research. 
In the chapters below, I will first review the literature that describes how 
modernization in the West brought changes to the domain of consumption, focusing 
particularly on consumption values (Chapter 2). Then, in Chapter 3, I will state two 
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research hypotheses and one research question against the social environment of urban 
China since 1979. In Chapter 4，I will explain my research methods, the most crucial 
of which involves the longitudinal content analysis of newspaper advertisements. 
Following that, I will present the research findings in Chapter 5. Finally, in Chapter 6， 
I will make conclusions and cany out further discussions about consumption values in 
urban China in the modem era. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
This chapter presents a review of literature that discusses the correspondence 
between modernized social structure and people's consumption in the West. Existing 
propositions will be organized along four topics of consumption, and then specific 
attention will be directed at modernization's consequences on consumption values. 
Consumption in a modern world 
In the West, a modem social structure, based on technological advancement and 
the spread of market relations, is characterized with mass production, abounding 
material supplies, individualization, contract relations, democracy, urbanization, etc., 
which have deviated the society away from traditional formations (Bocock, 1993; 
Friat & Dholakia，1998; Sarup, 1993; Slater, 1997). Modernity is a summarizing word 
for all modes that organize social resources, including human resources, through 
market relations. The influences of modernity on consumption can be recognized 
according to the four topics of consumption mentioned by Ritzer, et al. (2001). 
The first topic is “objects� of consumption". This involves social meanings 
signified by objects under some semiotic code. For example, according to McCracken 
(1988) and McKendrick, et al. (1982), in Europe before the 18th century, when 
material supplies were small due to limitations in productive capabilities and the 
distribution of materials was hierarchized in favor of aristocrats, objects were deemed 
to signify the owner's noble heritage with their aged appearances. The older a piece of 
2 The concept of "object" should be interpreted in a broad sense, especially when referring to "objects" exchanged 
on the market. These include both tangible products and intangible products, such as services. 
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furniture appeared or the more patina a cutlery was wearing, then the longer the 
tradition of nobleness the owner would inherit. The aged appearance of these objects 
evidenced that they had been obtained by the family's predecessors a long time ago, 
establishing a continual 1 ine of hereditarily endowed privileges. However, since the 
late 18th century, modernization has converted the status signifier from aged objects to 
fashionable ones. The rise of mass production and enhanced market circulation 
brought easy access to a wide range of products to all social classes, allowing all 
people to enjoy greater consumption choices. Buying products of the most current 
fashion exhibited the buyer's current wealth and prestige, and his/her inherited status 
from family history became irrelevant. When objects are placed under a semiotic code 
to signify meanings, they resemble words in a language to convey messages. 
Baudrillard (1996, 1998) pushed the signification function of objects to the extreme, 
asserting that objects were consumed not for their use value but only for their sign 
value, making sense of a referential system of objects as signifiers. 
Although Baudrillard's extreme argument that rids objects of use value may not 
win wide approval, the confrontation between use value and sign value (or "symbolic 
value") has been widely acknowledged. Corrigan (1997) has named three kinds o f � 
values sought in consumption: exchange value, use value and symbolic value 
("signifying value" in Corrigan's own term). Exchange value is the price of the 
product. Use value is functions of the product in its concrete form. Symbolic value 
refers to meanings injected into the product, which are not restrained by the product's 
concrete form. In Corrigan's example, the use value of a sweater is keeping one warm 
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in cold weather; if it is a gift from a family member, it also bears a symbolic value of 
familial love. The most essential differentiation between use value and symbolic value 
is whether the value is confined to the product's concrete form. A sweater in its 
concrete form is for covering and warming one's body, and a coke in its concrete form 
is for quenching one's thirst or providing a particular gustatorial flavor. A sweater 
cannot quench one's thirst, while a coke cannot cover one's body. That is, the use 
value of a product cannot go beyond the product's concrete form. Unlike use value, 
symbolic value is detached from the product's concrete form. In the example of using 
antiques to represent long-standing family prestige, "prestige" could be associated 
with anything that had a long history, whether it were a vase or a chair or a spoon. 
Both drinking a coke and wearing a sweater could signify a positive attitude, a 
meaning that is currently associated with Pepsi-cola and Esprit fashion. The present 
catchphrase in Pepsi-cola ads, “Ask for more", represents unlimited yearnings in life. 
And Esprit fashion is said to fill its consumers with a youthful attitude that transcends 
age. Attitude, as a symbolic value loaded on the coke or the sweater subjectively by 
people, can also be loaded on other product forms, while other kinds of symbolic 
values (enjoyment, freedom, etc.) can be linked to drinking a coke and wearing a � 
sweater too. Csikszentmihalyi (1993) claims that there are at least three major kinds of 
abstract meanings people put into objects: social identity and power, continuity of 
oneself and emotional relationships among people. 
The demarcation of use value and symbolic value educes questions about the 
consumer pursuit: how much emphasis does the consumer lay on use value in contrast 
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to symbolic value? What kind of symbolic value(s) does the consumer consider as 
important? These questions point to a second topic of consumption. 
The second topic is "subjects of consumption", which revolves around the 
individual autonomy achieved, the lifestyle expressed, and the identity constructed, 
through consumption. The key to this topic is choice, the choice of products, the 
choice of consumption values and the choice of lifestyle and identity, to be expressed 
with products selected and symbolic meanings infused into them. The scope and 
extent of individual choice are constrained and also facilitated by the social 
environment. Modernity, at the very least, has enhanced the choice of products with 
production development. In addition, it has enabled autonomous choice of identity 
construction by relaxing people from traditional binds of hierarchies. These points will 
be elaborated in the second part of literature review. Before that, I will continue to 
take a look at the third and fourth topics of consumption under Ritzer et al's (2001) 
proposition, in relation to modernity. 
The third and fourth topics of consumption are "sites and process of 
consumption", which are greatly interpenetrating. In studying “sites of consumption", 
the settings, ambience and facilitating means to consumption activities are analyzed.� 
The “process of consumption" refers to consumer reactions to these settings and 
facilitating means. The combination of the two topics focuses on how consumer 
desires are fanned by the conditions of consumption sites. The department store is a 
prevalent consumption site in modem society. Obviously different from traditional 
small family-run shops specializing in a narrow range of products, the department 
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store is the exhibition hall for a wide range of products generated from mass 
production, and it means a transformed shopping process for consumers. Tracing the 
emergence of department stores in century France, Williams (1982) came up with 
three features of department stores fostered by modernization, with implications about 
consumers' shopping experiences in them. The first was the fantastic interior design 
and overwhelming displays ofnumerous types ofproducts. Consumers were easily 
drawn to wander in such settings and to try out products on display. Immediate 
purchase was not necessarily expected, but the stimulation of consumer desires was 
intended. The second was the fixed price. Unlike the traditional small shops or stalls 
where customers could casually bargain with the keeper, the department store was 
under highly standardized operations and each product that it sold was at a fixed price. 
Standardization made profit more calculable. The third was the introduction of credit. 
Postponed payment and installment purchase seemed to make those barely affordable 
commodities suddenly obtainable, and the consumer impulse for purchase was flamed. 
For Williams, the department store seduced people into buying more with a dreamlike 
environment and highly rationalized and standardized operations. Miller (1981), 
another scholar exploring France's early department stores, stressed the department� 
store's role of communicating cultural values among the bourgeoisie. That means that 
the department store was engaged in educating or reinforcing consumption values. 
Creighton's (1998) study on contemporary Japanese department stores shares this 
notion. Enjoying material prosperity, Japanese consumers ask for something more - a 
meaningful life defined by self-fulfillment and harmonious human relations. Seibu, a 
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famous Japanese department store, offers independent learning courses for consumers 
to cater for their wish for self-actualization. The Seibu store is designed like a theme 
park, where each floor has a special name and theme, and where surprises are 
deliberately prepared to be discovered by consumers. This is to transfer the idea of 
creativity to consumers, to meet their aspiration for a meaningful life. 
Besides the department store, the fast-food restaurant is another modem site of 
consumption. Ritzer (2000, 2001a) has taken a close look at the McDonald's fast-food 
restaurant and brought up four dimensions of the McDonald's system: efficiency, 
calculability, predictability and control through nonhuman technology. These four 
dimensions pillar the mass consumption of McDonald's foods and services and can be 
applied to other types of organizations such as universities and theme parks, a process 
called "McDonaldization of the society". McDonaldization is a specific form that 
modernity takes. It highly represents modem rationality in a business pursuit of profits. 
Ritzer regards McDonaldization as “a new means of consumption". Another new 
means of consumption he analyzes is the credit card (2001b). Not only do credit cards 
enable postponed payment, they also make global shopping much easier. They present 
consumers with ever-expanding product choices which overpass geographical 
boundaries and are temporarily free of budget constraint. The lure to buy more keeps 
growing. 
In summary, all modem sites and new means of consumption are operated in a 
highly rational manner and motivated by the search for profits. Their methods are 
intended to stir up consumer desires and foster judgments that lead to rash purchasing. 
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Therefore, investigations of the sites and the process of consumption should always be 
conducted with consumer values in account. 
The review above has indicated the shaping power of modernity on consumption 
in multiple aspects. Also, it has established consumption values as an important 
descriptive element of personal consumption. The second part of this literature review 
will particularly concentrate on modernization's impact on consumption values. 
Modernization and consumption values 
As mentioned above, consumption values can be conceptualized into contrasting 
categories of use value and symbolic value, and two enquiries that immediately follow 
are how much emphasis does the consumer lay on these two kinds of values 
respectively and how can the consumer's value preferences be elucidated by referring 
to the social environment. In the West, a rise in emphasis on symbolic consumption 
values has been noticed and studied against the descent of modernity (e.g., Baudrillard, 
1998; Bock, 1993; Featherstone, 1991; Leiss，Kline & Jhally，1990; Warde, 1992). 
Particularly, hedonistic values, such as "luxury" and "leisure", are found to be h i g h l y � 
salient (e.g., Belk & Pollay，1985; Cheng & Schweitzer，1996; Leiss, Kline & Jhally， 
1990). In this segment of the literature analysis, theories which explain the rise of 
symbolic consumption values alongside modernization, as well as studies which 
suggest the high significance of hedonistic consumption values in the West, will be 
reviewed. 
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Theory of pleasure-seeking in consumption 
In the book, The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Consumerism, which 
is based on retrospections of European history, Colin Campbell (1987) claims that the 
human drive for pleasure is a trigger for the increasing search of symbolic 
consumption values, against a backdrop of modernization, which shifted people from 
material scarcity to material affluence. 
To begin with, Campbell first distinguishes satisfaction from pleasure. He defines 
Satisfaction as a state of being when the need of "something necessary to maintain a 
given condition of existence，，(p.60) is met. For example, the relief of hunger by 
eating food and the protection of human body by taking shelter are satisfactions. 
Satisfaction-seeking is to exploit the utility of objects in order to sustain one's life, and 
satisfaction takes particular forms depending on the nature of different needs. In 
contrast, pleasure is not a state of being but a quality of experience, a favorable 
response within oneself triggered by some stimulus. Simply put, pleasure is feeling 
pleasant in experiencing some kind of stimulation. The range of stimuli for pleasure is 
endless. Unlike satisfaction, pleasure may vary in its extents, but not in its forms. The 
pleasure stimulated by a sunbath on the beach does not differ in nature from t h e � 
pleasure stimulated by a swim in an indoor swimming pool. But for those who love 
the sunshine very much, they would probably find more pleasure on the beach than in 
the indoor swimming pool. While only objects with some particular utility can bring a 
particular kind of satisfaction (For instance, only food, but not clothing, can alleviate 
hunger.), all kinds of stimuli, or, a wide range of experiences, can cause the same kind 
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of pleasant feelings, although the extent of those feelings can vary. 
Human beings survive on the satisfactions of needs, and they are also bom with a 
drive to search for pleasure. The satisfaction of a need is also a stimulus for pleasure. 
The greater a n eed i s, t he m ore p leasure o ne gains w hen t he n eed i s sa tisfied. F or 
example, the hungrier a man is before he takes in any food, the more pleasant he will 
be when he fills his stomach with food. This point is crucial in understanding why 
people resort to loading symbolic meanings onto objects as a way of pleasure seeking 
when the economic growth brings affluence to society. When people lived in an 
environment of material scarcity, the acquisition of objects to satisfy needs was not 
taken for granted, and they often suffered for lacks of satisfactions. Under those 
conditions, the satisfactions of needs were highly stimulative for pleasure. Whenever 
one obtained satisfaction to a need, s/he at the same time enjoyed great pleasure. 
However, when the advent of mass production and efficient market circulation began 
to offer people more and more products, the satisfactions of needs became more and 
more guaranteed; people gradually experienced less and less discomforts from 
unsatisfied needs. Hence satisfactions brought less and less pleasure. At the beginning 
of being confronted with considerably more things than they needed, people w e r e � 
excited about choosing among the abounding supply of products. The unprecedented 
freedom of choice served as an important stimulus for pleasure. However, as 
production kept growing, the choice of abundant supplies also soon became a 
certainty and therefore, it lost its stimulative power for pleasure. Driven by the desire 
to maximize pleasure, people began to look for alternative ways to gain pleasure 
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through consumption. One important way is to manipulate the meanings of objects. 
By associating symbolic meanings with things they use, people can frame ordinary 
things to be as good and interesting as they wish with their imaginations, and the 
positive imagination stimulates pleasure. Take a meal consisting of ordinary foods as 
example. The diner is not hungry, so there will not be pleasure caused by the 
satisfaction of hunger, and the foods are so commonplace that no novelty could be 
found to stimulate pleasure either. But the diner can please himself by imagining the 
fun of sharing the meal with a good friend. He gets pleasure from the imagined 
companionship. 
Campbell's formulation about the relation between modernization and 
consumption values is grounded on a taken-for-granted assumption that humans 
beings are bom to search for pleasure, and that the crucial aspect of modernization lies 
in the level of economic affluence (Figure 1). 
Figure 1 Colin Campbell's theory of pleasure-seeking in consumption 
IVToHernization: Material scarcity • Material affluence 
4 V 
Sitiiniiliis for Pleasure ^ +• ^ i ‘ Projection o 川 I 川⑴， . Satisfaction of needs • favored meanings 
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V 
V 
Consumption Values; Salience of symbolic values on increase 
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Theory of identity anchoring through consumption 
Another theoretical perspective accounting for the increased salience of symbolic 
values in consumption rests upon the issue of individual identity in modem society. In 
this instance, individualization is the highlighted aspect of modernity. There are a 
number of proponents of this perspective, such as Zygmimt Bauman (1988), Ulrich 
Beck (1992)，Anthony Giddens (1991)，Don Slater (1997). 
The basic assumption behind this theory is that identity is a necessity for human 
life. Everyone feels that they must know and express who they are, what position they 
take in society, what group(s) they affiliate with and also how their existence can be 
represented. Identity stands for consciousness of the continuity and coherence of 
oneself as a social being (Gabriel & Lang, 1995). Such continuity and coherence must 
be anchored in some way so that an identity is perceivable. In the feudal era of Europe, 
social position was ascribed by birth according to an unchallenged cosmological order, 
such as "the great chain of being", which ranked all forms of life into a hierarchical 
system topped by God, Everyone's social position was fixed from birth and 
corresponded to certain rights, privileges or obligations. This fixed status order w a s � 
the anchor for identity (Bauman, 1988; Beck, 1992; Slater, 1997). Continuity and 
consistency of the self were perceived according to and sustained by the prescribed 
status. In Gabriel and Lang's (1995) word, this was the "forensic identity", which 
means an identity anchored in an objective institution that maintained hierarchical 
rule. 
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This reliable identity anchor began to collapse with the rise of the market in the 
17th and 18th centuries. On the one hand, commercial prosperity made more and more 
things exchangeable on the market. Pecuniary power replaced lineage as the indicator 
of social status. Those who earned more money than others were more capable to buy 
what they wanted from the market and hence were of a higher status (also Corrigan, 
1997; McCracken, 1988). On the other hand, and more importantly, individual labor 
also became a commodity that was exchanged on the market. People were "removed 
from traditional commitments and support relationships" (Beck, 1992, p. 131) and 
came to be recognized as undistinguished workers selling labor on the market. There 
was now no fixed status order for one to locate a stable identity, and people became 
individual units that had lost an old universal reference that gave order to their lives. 
According to Beck (1992), individualization should be understood in two key respects. 
First, everyone is highly dependent on the market in all dimensions of living (p. 132). 
Second, everyone should be personally responsible for their own choices, including 
choices about identity. Now people have chosen to rely on what they obtain from the 
market to anchor their identity -- they construct their identities through their 
consumption. Contrary to the identity anchored in a predetermined status, the ident i ty� 
anchored in consumption is self-manipulated rather than ascribed or given. The 
self-manipulated identity is constructed of a bundle of meanings favored by the 
individual. Products are taken to signify not only one's status, but also one's 
personality, life goals, emotional relations, etc. In addition, the expression of identity 
becomes an important motivation for consumption. Accordingly, product branding, 
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which is a project to build abstract characteristics into products to cater to people's 
aspirations for self expression, has been applied as a key marketing strategy to 
approach consumers in modem times. For example, IBM (computers) is a brand that 
signifies successful business people; the brand BMW (automobiles) represents 
pleasure seekers in that its cars are claimed to be manufactured for "sheer driving 
pleasure". The self-manipulated identity is flexible and multilateral and hence much 
more complicated than identity in traditional times. Being able to choose freely what 
to consume and having learned to infuse meanings into products, one can take 
autonomous shifts between different identity expressions. One can embrace luxury by 
wearing priceless jewelries and at the same time practice frugality by using recycled 
paper. One can show attachment to the family by taking family members to a 
restaurant for a gathering, and this attachment can coexist with an appreciation fo r 
independence, which is symbolized by wearing Puma (Brand) shoes. Which meanings 
are taken into the formation of one's identity and which are most emphasized are up to 
the consumer's self selection. Identity is as flexible as the consumer wishes to be now 
that it is not anchored in predetermined social hierarchies. The “forensic identity" has 
now been converted into the "psychological identity" (Gabriel & Lang，1995), which 
is constituted with subjective inputs of meanings in consumption. However, as flexible 
and fragmented as the psychological identity can be, self-continuity and coherency is 
highly secured. It is exactly the autonomous manipulation of meanings in 
consumption that represents the self-managed continuity and consistency. With the 
forensic identity, self-continuity and coherence are based on objectivity (a predefined 
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status order) prior to the individual, while with the psychological identity, 
self-continuity and coherence are based on individual subjectivity. Identity anchoring 
in modem times makes symbolic values in consumption significant. 
The theory of identity anchoring through consumption is briefly presented in 
Figure 2. Modernization turns identity management from passive acceptance of a 
fixed status order into an autonomous do-it-yourself project. Still, the playground of 
such autonomy is embedded in the social structure. 
Figure 2 Theory of identity anchoring through consumption 
Modernization: Individualization by market relations 
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Along with the increased salience of symbolic values in consumption, utilitarian 
values have been found to be decreasing over time in the West. Moreover, a strong 
hedonist tendency in consumption is seen from empirical studies in the West (e.g., 
Leiss，Kline & Jhally; 1990; Belk，1985; Belk & Pollay，1985). Longitudinal analysis 
of American magazine ads shows ever-increasing representations of hedonistic values, 
like "luxury", "leisure", "pleasure", from the beginning of the 20出 century to the 
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1970s in the United States (Belk, 1985; Belk & Pollay，1985). "Enjoyment" is found 
to be the most dominant consumption value conveyed in U.S. television commercials 
in 1993 (Cheng & Schweitzer，1996). A similar tendency across decades has also been 
found in other developed capitalist countries, such as Canada and Japan; "leisure" was 
proven to be the most rapidly rising consumption value that was manifested in 
Canadian ads from 1930 to 1980 (Leiss, Kline & Jhally; 1990), and Japanese print ads 
illustrated a significant increase in the salience of "luxury", "leisure" and "pleasure" 
from 1953 to 1983 (Belk, 1985). These studies have attributed the expansion of 
hedonistic values to the affluence enjoyed by people in modem capitalist countries. 
According to them, modernity fosters hedonism in the soil of material excess. 
This part of literature review has specifically focused on consumption values and 
examined trends of them as subsequences of modernization in the West. The main 
point is that modernization makes people increasingly concerned with symbolic 
values while decreasing their interest in utilitarian values. Furthermore, among the 
symbolic values, hedonistic values are dominant. Among the various aspects of 
modernization, the forthcoming of material abundance and the development of 
individualization, both of which are heavily market dependent, are considered to be 
major factors that explain the trends in consumption values. Interestingly, 
contemporary urban China has been undergoing a marketization project that continues 
to lead towards increased individualization and a dramatic material growth, which 
have been regarded as sufficient conditions for a rise of symbolic consumption values 
and hedonism in the West. It is reasonable to expect China to show the same trends of 
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consumption values as the West. However, contemporary China still carries the 
tradition of Confucianism, which is historically deep-rooted in the country (Cao, 1988; 
Chen, 1990; Pan et a l , 1994; Yan, 1990; Yang, 1991; Zhang, 1987). Some Confucian 
doctrines contradict the values that have been fostered by westem-styled 
modernization. Confucianism suggests a moderate and frugal life, and it opposes 
pursuits for excessive comforts. Therefore, it does not support hedonistic values such 
as "luxury" (Pan et a l , 1994). Confucianism advocates individuals' assimilation into a 
collective sphere, rather than emphasizing the self (Yang, 1991)，and this differs from 
the admiration for individualism in the West. The legacy of Confucian thoughts in 
China can possibly be reflected in consumption values also. In a word, consumption 
values in contemporary urban China should be examined within a context consisting 
of modernization and traditional beliefs. Compared to the West, have similar trends of 
consumption values occurred in urban China in its marketization era? And have any 
unique trends occurred in China given its cultural traditions? These enquiries will be 
articulated as two research hypotheses and one research question in the next chapter, 
following an account of modernization in contemporary urban China and a review of 
existing findings about consumption values in China. 
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Chapter 3 Modernization in Urban China since 1979 
and Research Hypotheses and Question 
This chapter begins with an overview of modernization in urban China, including 
its historical background and general course. Based on that analysis, two facets of 
China's modernization are highlighted, both of which are believed to be directly 
related to consumption values. The second session of this chapter reviews and 
comments on previous findings about consumption values in China. I will raise two 
research hypotheses and two research questions about consumption values in urban 
China at the end of the chapter, expecting to answer them while overcoming some 
limitations of previous findings. 
Modernization in urban China 
As early as 1949，when the People's Republic of China was first founded, 
modernization, in a certain sense, was already scheduled by the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) - the leading party of China 一 as part of its ambition to build a powerful 
socialist nation. Industrialization, with a stress o n h e a v y industry at the expense o f 
light industry and agriculture, was the central theme of modernization. Market 
relations, a core element of modernity, were deliberately eliminated across the country. 
According to Marxism, which the CCP has deeply believed in, it is through the 
exchange in the market that capitalists realize the surplus value exploited from 
workers. Exploitation and inequality are against the CCP's socialist goal of an 
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egalitarian world, so at that time it was decided that China must eliminate the market 
from its society. With socialist reconstructions of capitalist industry and commerce, all 
factories and enterprises had been listed under public ownership by the year 1956. No 
private industry was allowed and market exchange was deemed needless. A planned 
economy strictly controlled by the state dominated until 1978. Thus before 1979， 
modernization in China was seriously malformed. 
It was not until Deng Xiaoping advocated an economic reform on the 3rd Plenary 
of the 11出 Congress of the CCP in 1978 that China finally steered toward the normal 
track of modernization. Deng had noticed the poverty and underdevelopment of China 
and proposed to change the miserable situation by way of marketization. He pointed 
out, that the ultimate goal of socialism is universal affluence and equality, and that the 
strategy towards universal affluence was letting some people get rich first and then 
encouraging the pioneers to lead laggards out of poverty. The introduction of the 
market was a way to motivate people with profit incentives. Marketization has been 
legitimized under socialism, for the CCP claims that it is needed for actualizing the 
socialist vision of universal affluence and equality. Marketization has been going on 
since 1979 until the present day. Central planning has been gradually replaced b y � 
market mechanisms as the conditioner of the country's economy, developments of 
different industries have been balanced, material affluence has kept growing and 
individuals have been freed from rigid state-assignment of jobs into the labor market. 
Social transformations similar to those once undergone by the West are now occurring 
in urban China. Specifically, I would like to highlight two aspects which are believed 
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to be highly influential to consumption values, according to the literature review 
above (I give an account of the modernization in China according to these references: 
Chen et al.，2000; Chen, 2003; Chen, Wu & Xie，2000; Cheng, 1996; Davis & Lu， 
2003; Deng, 1987; Gao, 1998; Jiang, 1997; Pan et al., 1994; Yan, 2000; Yan & Xia， 
2003; Zhang & Harwood, 2004; China Statistical Yearbook', Guangzhou Daily, 2003.). 
From material scarcity to abundance 
Before marketization, all production units were owned and operated by the state 
or some collectivity that followed state instructions. No private enterprise was allowed. 
All material production followed state-commands rather than market information. As 
the state focused o n h e a v y industries, preduction o f consumer goods was seriously 
limited. Moreover, when production units faced no profit incentives because what and 
how much to produce were all determined by the state, the production of consumer 
goods did not respond to any actual demands. In cities, consumers had to go to 
designated shops to purchase a very limited range of life necessities, such as grain and 
cloth. Product prices were fixed by the state at low levels and did not reflect any 
practical supply-demand relation. All this resulted in scarcity of consumer products. 
For example, in 1957, the consumption of eggs averaged to each person was as 
meager as 1.26 kilograms for the whole year, and it rose flatly to only 1.63 kilograms 
in 1975 {China Statistical Yearbook, 1986). Chinese people were hardly getting even 
enough to eat. 
In 1978，the CCP decided to introduce the market into the country's economy and 
build the economic system into a combination of state-planning and market. In 1984, 
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the CCP confirmed that “a socialist commerce economy with state-planning" was the 
goal of economic reform. This goal has been redefined since 1992 with a full 
emphasis on the market mechanism: on the 14【卜 Congress of the CCP, it was finally 
decided that China was to establish a "market economy". While the CCP kept 
searching for a better defined goal of the economic reform, the marketization project 
had been taking place all along with trials in some economic domains. Prices for 
agricultural products were the first to be allowed to fluctuate with changing supplies 
and demands. Thus state-fixed supply and prices began to recede. Since then, markets 
of household necessities, general industrial products, industrial materials, public goods, 
houses and public services have been established in sequence. The marketization is 
still being intensified until now, and the present emphasis is on how to guarantee 
smooth operations of market mechanisms. When production units are exposed to 
market competitions, they do not produce to obey state orders but to earn profits from 
the market. Production soars to meet market demands. The era for mass production of 
consumer goods has befallen. China has seen a growing affluence since reform started, 
and people's consuming capability has been mounting up radically. In 1979，China's 
per capita GDP was 417 yuan/person; it quadrupled to 1634 yuan/person in 1990 and 
expanded another 5 times to 8184 yuan/person in 2002. City household consumption 
kept rising from 405 yuan in 1978 to 7972 yuan in 2002，a 20 times increase in 24 
years. With the rising supplies of consumer goods and increasing household incomes 
(Table 1)，people are presently getting more and more things to consume. Foreign 
trading introduces an even greater variety of goods to the Chinese people. Department 
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stores are opened in cities, displaying various assortments of products ready for 
choosing. In the category of foods, for example, not only basic foods for meals, but 
also numerous kinds of snacks are available. More and more families enjoy an 
enhanced material living. In 1985，only 6.58 refrigerators were owned by every 100 
urban households. That number rose to 42.33 in 1990，and to 66.22 in 1995 and most 
recently 87.38 in 2002. 
Table 1 Growing affluence in China since 1979 
Per capita City household Per capita annual Total retail sales 
GDP consumption disposable income of of consumer 
Year (yuan/person) (yuan) city households (yuan) goods in cities 
(100 million yuan) 
1978 379 343.4 505.2 
1980 460 496 477.6 733.6 
1985 855 802 739.1 1874.5 
1990 1634 1686 1510.2 3888.6 
1991 1879 1925 1700.6 4529.8 
1992 2287 2356 2026.6 5470.3 
1993 2939 3027 2577.4 7224.9 
1994 3923 3891 3496.2 9661.2 
1995 4854 4874 4283.0 12376.7 
1996 5576 5430 4838.9 14951.2 
1997 6054 5796 5160.3 16650.4 
1998 6307 6217 5425.1 17825.2 
1999 6547 6796 5854.0 19091.6 
2000 7084 7402 6280.0 21110.3 
2001 7543 7761 6859.6 23543.4 
200 2 S m 7972 7702.8 25897.6 
Source: China Statistical Yearbook (2002, 2003) 
The marketization of material production and distribution has prompted a 
constant growth in personal consumption. On the other hand, the marketization of 
labor in urban China has caused another kind of transformation concerning individual 
identity. This transformation will be addressed in the next segment. 
24 
Individualization: from state-assigned jobs to competitive 
employment 
Before marketization, the state played the role of job assignor for every urban 
Chinese. When anyone got to a fairly mature age, s/he would be designated to work in 
one of the state-run organizations - government organizations, state-owned enterprises 
or collective enterprises - according to state planning. Every grown-up would have a 
job by state-assignment without making an effort to compete for it, but hardly anyone 
could choose one's job according to personal preference. Once the individual entered 
an organization, s/he was supposed to work there permanently; no dismissal was 
allowed and no switch to another organization could be made. Most aspects of an 
individual's life were bounded by the organization s/he worked in. People lived on the 
state-planned low salary. The organization took care of every worker's welfare to a 
great extent, since there were no markets where people could freely search and choose 
what they needed. The organization would distribute consumer goods, such as food 
and clothing, directly to its workers. Housing was provided by the organization. Many 
industrial organizations had hospitals for their own workers and even kindergartens 
for workers' children. The organization also acted as regulator for its workers' 
behaviors. Even when one wanted to get married, s/he had to first get approval from 
leaders of the organization. In case an individual wanted to transfer from one 
organization to another, it would entail great difficulty and complicated procedures. 
Not only were checks and approvals from multiple administrative levels needed, but 
both the dismissing and the receiving organizations had to re-arrange housing and 
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other welfare allocations. Social mobility was greatly discouraged. Thus, the 
state-assignment of jobs fixed everyone constantly within the organization. The 
assigned job was the most important anchor for one's identity. One knew who s/he 
was by referring to the permanent job assigned by the state, and s/he experienced and 
expressed his/her identity by working and living in an environment highly facilitated 
and regulated by the organization s/he was in. 
Marketization is aimed to free individuals from fixed jobs and to assign the right 
person to the right jobs through competition on the labor market. In 1980，the National 
Conference of Labor and Employment announced a guideline that meant to settle 
employment in three paralleled ways instead of through sheer state-assignments. One 
way was to assign people into state-run enterprises according to state-planning as 
before. A second way was to encourage people to establish collective enterprises run 
by themselves. A third way was to allow individuals to set up private businesses. This 
guideline was the first break to the old rigid job assignment system by allowing some 
people to exempt state designation, and it loosened some small room for labor 
mobility. Job agencies began to emerge in cities to help people find jobs. In 1983, the 
state government required all state-run organizations use capability assessments in 
their recruitments. Hence competition among laborers was officially advocated. What 
is more, the permanent employment guaranteed by the state also got shaken after 
contract employment was experimented first in Shanghai in 1980. The employment 
contract defines the duration of employment agreed by both the employer and the 
employee, and individuals are no longer fixed in one place for a life-long employment. 
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By the end of 1982，the use of employment contracts had spread to Beijing, Guangxi, 
Guangdong and some other provinces, and there were 160 thousand contract workers. 
By the end of 1988，there were 9.92 million contract workers across the country (Chen, 
2003). Since 1991，when the government decided to replace permanent employment 
totally with contract employment in all organizations across the country, the 
state-assignment of jobs has been frirther weakened and the formation of a complete 
labor market has been accelerated. By the end of 1997，77.08 million urban workers 
had signed employment contracts, which comprised 52.6% of all urban workers in 
China {China Statistical Yearbook, 1998). With the decline of state-assigned jobs and 
the spread of contract employment, more and more individuals can enjoy sovereignty 
in choosing and competing for occupations according to their own preferences, and 
they also experience the risk of unemployment if they are not competent enough for a 
job. They can change jobs freely as long as they fulfill the responsibilities defined by 
the contract. Housing, foods, hospital services and all other things which were 
obtained according to membership in some organization under the planned economy, 
have now been turned into commodities that are circulated on the market. Individuals 
can buy whatever they like with their income. Consumption has been greatly detached 
from one's job. The individual in China becomes his/her own master in deciding 
where to buy things, as well as what and how much of a product to buy. 
As more and more people have entered the competitive labor market in China 
and personal welfares have been commodified, the significance of a fixed job as an 
identity anchor has subsequently dwindled. The old identity order has gradually 
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collapsed and people have come to position their identities in alternative ways. 
As it has been seen, while the marketization project has been implemented and 
intensified, there has been a continually growing affluence and a gradual 
individualization process occurring in urban China, from 1979 until now. These 
conditions are highly consistent with what urban populations experienced in the West. 
A number of studies on consumption values in China have indicated that the trends of 
consumption values correspond to China's modernization in a manner similar to that 
in the West. However, these studies bear limitations in describing the trends. I will 
point out the limitations after a review of them. 
Previous findings on consumption values in China 
One of the earliest studies on consumption values in contemporary China was 
published by Tse, Belk and Zhou in 1989. They compared consumption values in 
Mainland China, Hong Kong and Taiwan by performing a content analysis on the 
newspaper ads released between 1979 and 1985 from the three places. They 
discovered that among the three places, Mainland China was the most frequent to 
emphasize p roduct technology and p erformance, buthedonistic values 1 ike prestige 
and fun gained increasing importance over time in Mainland China in the 1980s. 
Yeung (1997) replicated Tse et al's research by making a similar comparison of 
television commercials broadcast in 1993. His results showed that as time passed into 
the 1990s, Mainland China still placed stronger stress on product features and 
performance than Hong Kong and Taiwan, but the salience of the symbolic value 
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"status" was higher in Mainland China than in the other two places. Another two 
studies (Cheng & Schweitzer，1996; Lin, 2001) on Chinese television commercials in 
comparison with American counterparts revealed more characteristics about 
consumption values in China in the 1990s. Basing on Pollay's (1983) and Mueller's 
(1987) lists of values manifested in ads, Cheng and Schweitzer (1996) discovered 
that symbolic values (e.g., "enjoyment", "individualism", "social status") were more 
emphasized than utilitarian values (e.g., "convenience", "economy", "quality", 
"information", "effectiveness") in Chinese commercials of 1993. Then Lin's (2001) 
analysis on commercials of 1998，based on Mueller's value list (1987), led to the 
conclusion that "emotions," "veneration of the elderly," “oneness with nature" and 
"group consensus" were values that were more frequently manifested in Chinese 
commercials than in American commercials. Trends of consumption values in China 
within the time span of 1979-1995 were traced by Mclntyre and Wei (1998) by 
analyzing award-winning ads from Chinese national ad contests. The trends included 
decreases in utilitarian values (convenience, economy, quality, information, 
effectiveness) and increases in symbolic values (family, patriotism, social status). 
Cheng's studies (1994，1998) comparing Chinese magazine ads in 1982 and 1992 and 
television commercials released in 1990 and 1995, produced consistent findings with 
Mclntyre and Wei: the salience of values about product features and qualities 
decreased while values suggesting human emotions became more noticeable from 
1980s to 1990s. The latest investigation of Chinese consumption values that has been 
published is a content analysis of commercials broadcast in the summer of 2000 on 
29 
three Chinese television stations (Zhang & Harwood，2004). Its discovery is the 
dominance of "product quality/effectiveness," "family," "modernity," "beauty/youth" 
and "pleasure" among the values seen in the commercials. "Family" and "pleasure" 
represent the significance of symbolic values in consumption at the turn of the 
century. 
The studies on ads reviewed above have respectively indicated increases in the 
salience of symbolic values, decreases in that of utilitarian values within different 
periods f rom 1 979 (specifically，1 979-1985，1 982-1992, 1 979-1995, 1 990-1995), o r 
the dominance of some symbolic values in a specific year (specifically, 1993, 1998， 
2000). These trends are consistent with those in the West. On the other hand, some 
particularity of consumption values in China is hinted by the above studies; for 
instance, "family," a value that typically conforms to Chinese traditions (Pan et al.， 
1994; Zhang & Harwood，2004)，is found to be one of the dominant values in Chinese 
ads (Zhang & Harwood，2004). "Group consensus" is much more salient than 
"individualism" in Chinese ads (Lin, 2001), which reflects the Confucian ideology. 
However, at the same time, values that deviate from the Confucian beliefs and that are 
regarded as western, such as "luxury," "leisure" and "individualism", are found to be 
more and more prominent with years p assing b y (Cheng, 1 994 & 1 997; Tse et a l , 
1989). A convergence with consumption values in the West is implied. 
Table 2 summarizes previous studies on consumption values through content 



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































There are two important limitations in previous analyses of Chinese ads to 
investigate consumption values. First, the trends from 1995 onward have not been 
studied yet, and a whole picture of the period from 1979 until present can not be 
completely revealed only based on these previous findings. More research is needed to 
map out trends in consumption values in China during the whole period since 
marketization began. Second, speaking of research methods, there can be a better 
measurement for values manifest in ads than what was used in most previous studies. 
Dichotomous coding has been the dominant coding method in existing studies, and 
there are two ways of doing it. For one case, only one or two dominant values in the 
ad are coded as present (e.g., Cheng & Schweitzer，1996; Cheng, 1997; Mclntyre & 
Wei，1998). For the other case, any value within the coding frame that is manifested in 
the ad is coded as present, so there will be a number of values found present in one ad 
(e.g.，Cheng, 1994; Tse, Belk & Zhou，1989). In the first case, secondary values 
manifest in an ad are neglected. Although secondary values are not so obvious as the 
dominant value(s) in a single ad, their presence still bear implications. In the second 
case，though all manifested values in an ad are recorded, dichotomous coding can not 
distinguish their varied levels of salience. Generally speaking, dichotomous coding in 
either way will lose a certain degree of preciseness in measuring the salience of values 
manifested in ads. Lin (2001) has tried a 4-scale coding for values indicated in TV 
commercials, but its applicability to other forms of ads is unclear. The current thesis 
suggests a possibly better measurement of values conveyed in print ads, which will be 
detailed in the next Chapter on research methods. 
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Other than analyzing ads, Li Conghua (1997) drew a general trend in 
consumption values in contemporary China based on participant observation and 
in-depth interviews in Shanghai, a major Chinese city. He sketchily divided the 
evolution of consumption values into three stages. The first stage lasted from 1979 to 
1985，with a focus on use values. The second stage lay between 1985 and 1992, when 
product quality became a major concern for consumers. From 1992 to 1997，when he 
reported findings, consumers in China paid much attention to symbolic values in 
consumption. Consumers' emphasis on symbolic values could possibly keep rising 
after 1997，and this estimation still needs further empirical evidence. 
Research hypotheses and question 
In an attempt to depict the up-to-date trends of consumption values in urban 
China in its marketization era, I raise two research hypotheses with reference to 
situations in the West and previous findings about China's case. 
Hi： The salienee o f symbolic consumption values i n u r b a n China increases as 
China's marketization intensifies during the reform era from 1979 until present. 
H2： The salience of utilitarian consumption values in urban China decreases as 
China's marketization intensifies during the reform era from 1979 until present. 
Considering that Confucian traditions coexist with the westem-styled 
modernization in China, it is expected that consumption values will reflect both 
factors. As has been seen from previous studies, both the values that conform to 
Chinese traditions (such as "family") and those that go against traditions (such as 
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"individualism") are manifest in Chinese ads. There is the concern whether the values 
that conform to traditions are more prominent than those that go a gainst traditions, 
which addresses the weight of influence of Chinese traditions on consumption. 
Therefore, I put forward the research question below. 
RQ： Given that cultural traditions are highly respected in China, have the 
consumption values that conform to Chinese traditions won more emphasis than those 
values that deviate from traditions in the reform era of urban China from 1979 until 
present? 
Hi and H2 refer to an intent to identify whether the overall trends of consumption 
values in urban China compare to the overall trends in the West. The research question 
is aimed to further clarify whether consumption values in urban China retain a strong 
flavor of Chinese traditions when structural modernization takes place. 
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Chapter 4 Research Methods 
Two methods were used in the current research. One is the content analysis of 
newspaper ads, which produces data to depict changing consumption values in urban 
China. The other is in-depth interviews with advertising professionals, which helps to 
explain findings from the content analysis of ads. 
Content analysis of newspaper ads 
I follow the tradition of investigating consumption values by analyzing ads, as 
has been done in previous studies. In this instance, the content analysis of print ads is 
a most suitable method of data collection, according to several considerations 
indicated below. 
First, ads are important manifestations of consumption values. This idea has been 
acknowledged by researchers on advertising, such as those mentioned in the literature 
review. Advertising persuades people into buying products by approaching them with 
their favorable values. Although there is an unsolved debate about whether advertising 
is leading or following the consumers' conceptions, whatever conclusion drawn from 
it will not deny that ads are manifesting consumption values of the time. 
Second, a collection of longitudinal data relies much on textual documentations 
that reflect situations of the time. Ads are one form of such textual documentation. 
Compared to other formats of ads, such as television commercials or outdoor ads, 
print ads are the easiest to be preserved and so to be retrieved. 
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Third, since the advertising industry in China has been developing rapidly with 
the intensification of marketization, there is a rich source of ads for research reference. 
Chinese advertising had been jettisoned in the planned economy era and resumed 
when the economic reform began in 1979. The industry has been growing rapidly 
across all types of media ever since. The overall Chinese advertising turnover in 1981 
was 118 million yuan and expanded to 107868.46 million yuan in 2003，which means 
a growth rate of 36.3% averagely by year. Its proportion in the country's GDP kept 
rising from 0.024% in 1981 to 0.92% in 2003. (Chen, 2004; China Advertising 
Yearbook; Guang, 2004) 
Sample 
All ads analyzed in the current research are randomly sampled from Guangzhou 
Daily, a nationally famous newspaper published in Guangzhou. Guangzhou is the 
capital of Guangdong Province, and it has been a pioneer in China's urban economic 
reform. Starting f rom an experimental set-free o f p r i c e s o n agricultural products i n 
early 1980s, Guangzhou was the very first city to abandon state-planned prices. Other 
cities soon learned from Guangzhou and marketization spread wide to other product 
categories. Guangzhou is also a leader in foreign trade among Chinese cities. Since 
1957，it has been holding The Chinese Export Commodities Fair twice annually. For 
China, this Fair is of the highest level with the greatest product varieties and the best 
attendance of traders from all around the world. Of all Chinese cities, Guangzhou's 
annual GDP usually ranks No.3 following Beijing and Shanghai. In terms of 
disposable income percapi ta , Guangzhou has occupied the second highest position 
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among all cities in China every year since 1993 (Shenzhen has remained at the highest 
position in all these years, which is a special economic zone in Southern China. 
Guangzhou Yearbook, Lu，2003). By the end of 2002, every 100 households in 
Guangzhou had owned 160.7 color TV sets, 76 visual-disc players, 162 mobile phones, 
65 personal computers, 58 stereo sets, 162.3 air-conditioners, and 99 washing 
machines. All these figures were the highest among cities in China {Guangzhou 
Yearbook). Given these backgrounds, Guangzhou is highly representative of urban 
China for an investigation of consumption. 
Guangzhou Daily was established in 1952 and has been the most popular daily 
newspaper in Guangzhou. In 2000，its daily circulation reached 1.62 million copies, 
50% of which went inside Guangzhou {Guangdong Journalism Yearbook 2001). In the 
latter half of the year 2003, its daily readership averaged 2.66 million (CSM, 2004) 
Moreover, it is remarkably rich in ads. In 1992, it already took the second place in the 
advertising income ranking among all newspapers in China {China Newspaper 
Journal, 1 993), and i t rose to N o . l i n 1 994 (China Newspaper Association, 1 995). 
Until present day, the annual advertising income of Guangzhou Daily has still 
remained the highest of all (China Advertising Association, 2002; He, & Zhong, 
2002). 
The consumption values that are manifested in ads in Guangzhou Daily are 
representative of the consumption values held by Guangzhou people. It is reasonable 
to expect that trends of consumption values in other cities in China will more or less 
converge with situations in Guangzhou, because all cities in China have been involved 
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in the same modernization process, although some cities have developed faster and 
some slower. Therefore, a description of changing consumption values in Guangzhou 
also stands for situations in other Chinese cities to a certain extent. 
Ads for this content analysis were randomly sampled from each odd year from 
1981 to 2003. According to the research hypotheses and question, the year 1979 
should have been included. However, it was skipped because newspapers of 1979 
were unavailable for sampling. This had little influence on finding the trends in 
consumption values of the whole period being analyzed. 
Randomly constructed weeks were picked in each odd year and all ads released 
on the picked days were included for analysis, except the following: 1) ads the size of 
which were smaller than 8 X 8 cm^; 2) industrial ads — ads targeted at industrial 
consumption or business cooperation; 3) recruitment ads; 4) corporate image ads that 
did not mention any products or product categories; 5) duplicate ads that had been 
analyzed earlier in the same year. It was appropriate to have one hundred to two 
hundred ads being sampled within a single year. 
Since the number of pages in Guangzhou Daily has been increasing over the 
years, the number of ads carried on one single day's newspaper has been growing. In 
1981，only 10 ads or so were collected from a whole week's newspapers. But by 2001， 
more than 400 ads appeared in a week's newspapers. To make it more manageable to 
handle ads in different years, the number of sampled weeks was reduced accordingly 
among the more recent years (Table 3). In 1981，14 weeks were picked; in 1989，3 
weeks; in 1991 and 1993，2 weeks in each year. For each year since 1997，a two-step 
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random sampling procedure was implemented: after picking a randomly constructed 
week, all pages with ads within that week were numbered, and 2/3 or 1/2 of the 
numbered pages were randomly selected for analysis. In total, 1888 ads were analyzed. 
The sampled ads range across 17 product categories (Figure 1)，according to 
classifications of product types used in IMI Consumer Behaviors & Life Patterns 
Yearbook (Beijing Broadcasting Institute) and in previous research (e.g., Mclntyre & 
Wei, 1998). 
Table 3 Sampling arrangements 
Year Number of randomly constructed weeks Number of ads 
1981 14 u T 
1983 10 145 
1985 10 145 
1987 6 155 
1989 3 136 
1991 2 165 
1993 2 183 
1995 1 195 
1997 2/3 random pages with ads in 1 random week 181 
1999 2/3 random pages with ads in 1 random week 148 
2001 1/2 random pages with ads in 1 random week 184 
2003 1/2 random pages with ads in 1 random week 139 
T ^ 1888 
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Coding scheme 
List of consumption values 
The coding list for consumption values was constructed based on Pollay's (1983) 
list o f Vallies manifested in ads, as well as other researchers' revisions on that 1 ist. 
Pollay aimed to provide an exhaustive list of values manifest in advertising for further 
studies. His original list contained 42 values, and it has been widely used in l a t e r� 
studies with revisions by other researchers, according to different contexts (see Table 
2). Previous works mentioned in the last chapter have suggested the consumption 
values t hat a re conveyed i n C hinese ads, as well as to what d imensions t he v alues 
could possibly be sorted, such as Eastern values versus Western values (e.g., Cheng & 
Schweitzer, 1996; Mclntyre & Wei, 1998)，utilitarian values versus symbolic values 
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(e.g., Cheng & Schweitzer, 1996; Cheng, 1997; Mclntyre & Wei，1998) and traditional 
values versus modem values (e.g., Zhang & Harwood，2004). 
The current research chiefly concerns two contrasting dimensions of values: 
utilitarian values versus symbolic values. Utilitarian values refer to "use value" 
(product functions in its concrete form) and product features that contribute to the use 
value ("quality", "technology" and "convenience"). Symbolic values are subjective 
meanings loaded onto the product that are not restrained by the product's concrete 
form. It might be noticed that the value lists used in the previous studies led to 
repeated measurements on some values. For example, "effectiveness" was a value 
measured in all o f the previous studies that have been mentioned. It was defined as the 
product's capability of achieving certain ends, or in other words, its use value. At the 
same time, "beauty" and "health" were two other values which were often measured. 
"Beauty" was defined as "the use of a product to enhance the loveliness, attractiveness, 
elegance or handsomeness of an individual" (Cheng, 1997)，and this usually should be 
the desired end by using cosmetics or skin care products. "Health" meant "the use of a 
product will to enhance or improve the vitality, soundness, strength and robustness of 
the body" (Cheng, 1997)，and it should be the favorable end by using health care 
products. In another word, "beauty" and "health" are different forms of use value. 
When both "beauty" (or "health") and "effectiveness" were coded in the same study, 
repeated measurement between the values existed. To avoid such repeated 
measurement in the current research, values like "beauty" and "health" were deleted, 
while "use value" was included for coding. Some values that were coded in previous 
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research but did not fall into the two dimensions concerned here have also been 
deleted, such as "product popularity" and "magic." On the other hand, two symbolic 
values - "personality" and "luck," were newly added, for they were apparent in some 
Chinese ads f r o m m y daily observations. The current list o f consumption values i s 
displayed in Table 4. Most of the definitions of these values were adapted from 
previous studies (Pollay, 1983; Cheng & Schweitzer, 1996; Mclntyre & Wei, 1998; 
Zhang & Harwood，2004). In total, 20 values were coded, which includes 4 utilitarian 
and 16 symbolic. In addition, the symbolic values were categorized into 5 
sub-dimensions: "traditional values," "hedonism," "individualism," "social position" 
and "emotional attachment." Three sub-dimensions, i.e.，“traditional values", 
"hedonism", "individualism", are involved in the confrontation between traditional 
values and non-traditional values. Values that conform to Chinese traditions include 
"family," "patriotism," "nurturance" and "wisdom" (Zhang & Harwood，2004). Values 
under "hedonism" (luxury, luck, leisure, enjoyment) and "individualism" 
(independence, freedom, adventure, personality) go against Chinese traditions that 
advocate hard work, frugality and group consensus, according to many scholars' 
summaries of Chinese traditions (e.g., Hsu, 1981; Pan et al.，1994; Yang, 1991). 
Traditional values and non-traditional values measured in this research are not 
incompatible in nature. It is just that their degrees of conformance to Chinese 
traditions vary. 
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Table 4 Operational definitions of consumption values 
1. Utilitarian values 
Value Operational definition 
Use value Utility of the product in its concrete form. Often the product name 
suggests use value. 
Quality Durability, safety or excellence in performance of a product, which is 
often proved with medals or certificates awarded by a government 
department for its high grade. 
Technology Technological content of the product such as skills in product 
engineering and manufacturing. 
Convenience The product is handy and easy to use. 
2. Symbolic values 
1) Traditional values - values conforming to Chinese traditions 
Value Operational definition 
Family The product is linked to nurturance within the family, kinships, 
marriages, family gatherings or companionship of family members. 
E.g.: The medicine lets you resume the fun of playing with your kids 
by curing your disease. 
Patriotism The product is linked to the love of or loyalty to China as a country. 
Nurturance The product is linked to giving charity, help, protection, support or 
sympathy to the weak, disabled, young or elderly. 
Note: Nurturance within the family is coded as "family". 
Wisdom The product is linked to one's knowledge, education, intelligence, 
comprehension, sagacity or judgment. 
E.g.: “Judge for yourself." 
2) Hedonism - pleasures or excessive comforts 
Value Operational definition 
Luxury The product represents luxury for being expensive, having some dear 
elements or noblest characteristics. , 
Luck The product is linked to one's good luck. 
E.g.: An opportunity for lucky-draw is offered to purchasers of the 
product. 
Leisure The product is linked to a feeling of relaxation or peace of mind. 
E.g.: Having XX (Brand) ice-cream brings relaxation to oneself. 
Enjoyment The product is linked to one's joy and happiness. 
E.g.: XX (Brand) film is promoted to be used for recording happy 
moments. 
3) Individualism — values revolving around freedom and self-reliance 
Value Operational definition 
Independence The product is linked to one's self-sufficiency, self-reliance, 
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self-confidence or autonomy. 
Freedom The product is linked to one's liberty, indulgence or spontaneity. 
E.g.: “XX (Brand), for the Free Me." 
Adventure The product is linked to one's courage, excitement or appreciation for 
adventure. 
Personality The product is claimed to represent one's personality, especially a 
distinctive one. 
E.g.: XX (Brand) credit card is said to signify earnest women. 
4) Social position — one，s social status or success 
Value Operational definition 
Status The product is linked to one's social status. The feeling of power or 
competitiveness among people, prestige, fame, exhibitionism, 
trend-setting or pride of ownership is conveyed. 
Success The product is linked to one's ambitions, career goals, 
self-development or accomplishments, such as being skilled or pulling 
one's weight. 
E.g.: ‘‘Develop your potential." 
5) Emotional attachment :.:“;:*:.:;,:'. 
Value Operational definition 
Romance The product is linked to people's romantic relationships and 
expressions, such as the expressions between lovers. 
E.g.: XX (Brand) chewing gum enables you to impress the one you 
love with a refreshing kiss. 
Affiliation The product is linked to friendship, fellowship, companionship, 
cooperation or social customs and maimers. 
Note: Romantic affiliations (coded as "romance") and family 
affiliations (coded as “family，) are not included in “affiliation”. 
Note: a. Most definitions of the values are adapted from previous studies (Pollay, 1983; Cheng & 
Schweitzer, 1996; Mclntyre & Wei, 1998; Zhang & Harwood’ 2004). 
b. The word "product" refers to both tangible products and intangible products like services. 
Measurement of consumption values 
I propose a possibly more precise measurement of values manifest in print ads, 
compared to the dichotomous coding used in previous studies. The new measurement 
is a 5-point scale coding for all values indicated in the ad copy. As the most 
fundamental element of a print ad, copy refers to written messages. A print ad might 
contain no graphics, but it must have some kind of copy that carries a message. The 
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main headline, overline, subhead(s), body copy, caption, supplementary items and 
logotypes are forms of copy frequently seen in Chinese newspaper ads (Burton, 1999; 
Ding, Xia & Zhou，1998). Definitions for these forms are presented in Table 5. Exhibit 
1，2 and 3 exemplify the different forms. Different forms of copy stand for varied 
levels of salience of the information conveyed in it (Burton, 1999; Ding, Xia & Zhou, 
1998). The main headline is the most crucial attention getter of all of the forms of 
copy, and i t usually contains the central message. The overline i s secondary to the 
main headline, and so is the subhead following the main headline. The body copy 
contains detailed messages in small types, but it is easily skipped by impatient readers. 
Thus, its level of importance is below that of the overline or subheads. Subheads 
appearing inside the body copy as paragraph summaries are more attention catching 
than the ordinary body copy, but since they are also part of the body, subheads inside 
the body are less outstanding than subheads outside the body. Therefore consumption 
values indicated in different copy forms have varied levels of salience. The salience 
levels are reflected in a 0-4 scale: 
0 = The value is not indicated in any copy at all; 
1 = The value is indicated in the body copy or the caption; 
2 = The value is indicated in subheads inside the body copy; 
3 = The value is indicated in the overline or subhead(s) outside the body copy; 
4 = The value is indicated in the main headline. 
If a value was manifest in more than one forms of copy, the highest score among them 
was recorded and the lower ones were ignored. Supplementary items were excluded 
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from analysis because the messages conveyed in them were too trivial. Logotypes 
were exempted also. 
This new measurement reflects not only all values in an ad, but also their 
different salience, which cannot be achieved with dichotomous coding. A major 
deficiency of the new measurement may lie in its neglect of pictorial information. 
However, the information loss from this is trivial on account of several points. First, 
although pictorial illustrations help to communicate meanings, their meanings are 
usually consistent with the copy. The copy is indispensable to Chinese print ads while 
pictures are not. Second, the decision of whether to use picture(s), as well as the size 
of picture(s)，in an ad has much more to do with the advertiser's advertising budget 
than with the salience of meaning(s) conveyed in the picture(s). The advertiser has to 
pay more for releasing an ad with pictures than for one with copy only, and the bigger 
the picture(s), the higher the cost. Hence judging the salience of a value according to 















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Exhibit 3 Forms of copy in print ads 
Source: Guangzhou Daily, November 12, 1987, page 3 
Subhead 
Body copy 
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Logotype Supplementary items 
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Table 5 Forms of copy in print ads 
Form of copy Definition 
Main headline Words in the largest type in the ad. Normally the main headline is 
the kernel of an ad and serves to intrigue the prospective purchaser 
into a further and more exhaustive reading of the ad. Every ad has a 
main headline. If all copy in the ad is the same in type size, words 
taking the leading position are regarded as the main headline. 
Overline Words placed over the main headline in smaller size than the main 
headline. The overline is a prelude directing the reader to read the 
main headline. Not every ad has an overline. 
Subhead(s) Words smaller than the main headline yet larger than the body copy 
in type size. One kind of subhead is placed right under or after the 
main headline to provide more details. Another kind is found in the 
body copy—if the body copy is long, it can be separated into 
different sessions and each session can be headed by a subhead as 
summary. A subhead can also appear in other conspicuous places in 
the ad in order to highlight certain messages. Not every ad has 
subheads. 
Body copy The most detailed reasoning part of the ad. The type size is smaller 
than those of the main headline, the overline, and subheads. Few ads 
have no body copy at all. 
Caption The explanatory comment or designation accompanying a pictorial 
illustration. Usually in no larger type size than the body text. 
“ Sometimes the body copy is the caption. Not every ad has captions. 
Supplementary Words usually in the smallest size of type in the ad and placed at the 
items end or bottom of the ad. They contain these items: trademark or 
logo, name and contacts of the production corporation, list of retail 
outlets, authorization certificates or promotional details, such as 
procedures for prize drawing. 
Logotype A specially designed symbol in invariable coloring and typeface, 
which is used exclusively by a corporation to mark off counterparts. 
Note: Definitions written in this table are based on Burton's (1999) and Ding, Xia & Zhou's (1998)� 
elucidations of ad copy. 
A pretest has been done on 183 ads from the sample. They contain ads released in 
the 1980s, 1990s and 2001. Two postgraduate students, including me, separately 
coded the first 60 ads. Then we compared differences in the two students' coding 
records and discussed revisions on the coding scheme to reduce ambiguity. Later, we 
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separately coded the remaining 123 ads according to the revised coding scheme. 
Intercoder reliabilities were calculated following KrippendorfF's (1980) formulation of 
a index with chance agreement corrected. Results show that the reliability for each 
coded value is fairly high (Table 6). 
Table 6 Intercoder reliabilities for consumption values 
Value Reliability Value Reliability Value Reliability 
Use value 93.21% Family 89.90% Independence 96.01% 
Quality 98.96% Patriotism 88.41% Freedom 100% 
Technology 96.77% Nurturance 100% Adventure 100% 
Convenience 94.84% Wisdom 94.68% Personality 100% 
Luxury 97.70% Status 94.69% 
Luck 96.16% Success 82.11% 
Leisure 96.80% Romance 100% 
Enjoyment 79.99% Affiliation 93.87% 
Note: The reliabilities are calculated according to Krippendorflf's (1980) a index with chance 
agreement corrected. 
Interviews with experienced advertising professionals 
In addition to a longitudinal content analysis of newspaper ads, in-depth 
interviews with four advertising professionals located in three major cities in China 
(Guangzhou, Shanghai and Beijing) have been conducted in order to gain more 
insights about the linkage between consumption values and modernity in China. The 
interviewees were selected within my personal network. They are all richly 
experienced in urban China's advertising industry and have been closely observing 
consumption trends in China. They have conducted focus groups to capture consumer 
insights for various products. I believe their remarks revealed consumer perspectives 
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to a large extent. Table 7 shows the interviewees' brief professional backgrounds. 
Each interview lasted 30-45 minutes. The interviews revolved around changes in 
consumption values in China over the years, which were elaborated with the 
interviewees' most familiar product categories, and around their understanding of the 
factors for the changes. Basic questions that I have commonly used in each interview 










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Chapter 5 Research Findings 
In this chapter, we will see that the results of the content analysis performed on 
the newspaper ads support the research hypotheses and reveal the dominance of 
hedonistic consumption values, while the in-depth interviews affirm modernization's 
strong influence on the changing consumption values in urban China. 
Consumption values manifested in newspaper advertising 
Table 8 and Table 9 give some basic statistics about the content analysis of 
newspaper ads. From Table 8，we notice that from 1981 to 2003，the average number 
of utilitarian values conveyed in each ad has remained quite stable. It is the average 
number of symbolic values conveyed in each ad that has risen noticeably over the 
years. Table 9 shows the frequency of occurrence of each value in every year. 
For each value and value dimension, the trend of its salience can be observed 
from a line drawn according to the annual means of its salience scores. The salience 
score of a value dimension in an ad is calculated by summing up the salience scores of 
values within the dimension. For instance, the salience score of "social position" is the 
sum of the scores of "status" and "success" in the same ad. The salience score of 
"symbolic values" is the sum of the five scores that come respectively from its 
sub-dimensions. In addition, analyses of variance (ANOVA) were conducted to check 
on whether the salience scores of each dimension/value differed significantly by year 
in a statistical sense. This means that the salience scores were dependent variables, 
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while year was the independent variable. 
Table 8 Average numbers of utilitarian values and symbolic values manifest in 
one ad 
Average number of Average number of Average number of 
Year utilitarian values in symbolic values in values in one ad 
one ad (A) one ad (B) (C=A+B) 
1981 (n=112) 1.96 .IB 2.25 
1983 (n=145) 2.03 一 21 2.3 
1985 (n=145)~~ 1.92 — .33 2.26 
1987 (n=155) 1.87 — .41 2.28 
~1989 (n=136) 1.95 — .54 2.49 
~1991 (n=165)~ 1.87 — .76 2.63 
1993 (11=183)— 1.84 — .61 2.45 
1995 (n=195) 1.91 U 3 3.04 
1997 (n=181)~ 1.87 ~ .71 2.57 
1999(n=148)— 1.97 — .93 2.9 
2001 (n=184y~ 2.03 .85 2.88 
2003 (n=139)~ 1.9 — 1.24 3.14" 
Total (n=l 888) I 1.92 .69 | 2.62 _ 
Note: C=A+B, but some figures presented in the C column deviate slightly from the exact sum of 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Symbolic values on increase 
From 1981 to 2003，the salience of symbolic consumption values as a whole has 
been rising, while the salience of utilitarian values has been diminishing. Figure 4 
indicates these trends. The results of the ANOVA (Table 10) indicate that both trends 
are statistically significant. Hi and H2 are both supported. 
When the salience trends of the 5 sub-dimensions under the symbolic values are 
examined separately, it is clear that all of them have been rising during the whole 
period under analysis. The changing salience of each sub-dimension over time is 
statistically significant (Table 10). Separate graphs of the salience trends of 5 
sub-dimensions are shown in Appendix 11. On the other hand, we can see that there is 
a surge at 1995 on the salience line of symbolic values (Figure 4). The 1995 surge also 
exists on the separate salience lines of the 4 sub-dimensions under symbolic values 
(traditional values, hedonism, social position, emotional attachment) and separate 
lines of 6 symbolic values (family, luck, leisure, success, romance, affiliation; see 
Appendix 11- Figure 2). This may imply special factors for a boost in the prominence 
of symbolic consumption values in 1995. I will offer a possible explanation in the 
conclusion chapter. ’ 
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• 力 Symbolic values 
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Q I I I I I I -J— 1 1 1 1 Year 
1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 
Table 10 Summary of ANOVA results on dimensions of consumption values 
Value dimension Year effect Longitudinal trend of salience 
(F-vaiue, clf=ll) 
Utilitarian values 1.964* decrease 
Symbolic values 11.542州 increase 
Traditional values 2.881*** increase 
Hedonism 5.523'*'" increase 
Individualism 2.83**'' increase 
Social position 4.668… increase till 1999 
Emotional attachment 6.767… increase � 
Note: *p< .05, *** p < .001. 
Here are some examples that illustrate the growing salience of symbolic 
consumption values over time. Exhibit 4 through Exhibit 7 are automobile ads 
released in different years respectively. Exhibit 4 is an ad for Peugeot released in 1989. 
Seen from every part of the copy, technology and quality are the core concerns. 
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Information on corporation backgrounds and quality management is emphasized. The 
ad for Toyota (Exhibit 5)，also released in 1989，places a similar stress on quality and 
production. The main headline introduces the corporate vision for advanced quality, 
and the body copy talks in detail about quality control. There is little room for 
symbolism in these early ads of automobiles. Automobile ads in 2001 show a sharp 
contrast to the previous utilitarian themes. Seen in Exhibit 6，luxury is conspicuously 
advocated in the main headline, which says, "Science and technology is for your use; 
luxury is for your enjoyment". The body copy d eliberately describes the wonderful 
feeling one gets from driving a Citroen, and the description of the technological 
indicators is designed to make the excitement of driving more perceivable and 
believable. The focus is now set on consumers' emotional perceptions instead of the 
product's physical features. Another ad from 2001 is for Buick (Exhibit 7)，where the 
main headline highlights a brilliant driving experience rather than the automobile 
itself. The ad directs the consumer to think about freedom and exploration, which are 
beyond the car's utilities. 
The consumption of medicines also exemplifies the projection of symbolic 
meanings as a growing trend in China. In the 1980s, most medicine ads only flatly� 
stated medical components and their effects on diseases. Like the ads in Exhibit 8 and 
9，the copy explains that co-trimediazini tablets kill germs and that the balm cures skin 
ailments; no symbolic values are involved. In later years, however, emotional 
meanings become increasingly associated with medicine consumption. As indicated in 
Exhibit 10，the nurturance between couples is linked to a capsule curing kidney 
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deterioration. In some other cases, family is regarded as an important reason to take 
medicines, for the reason that maintenance of good health facilitates enjoying family 
happiness. 
Another important symbolic theme in medicine consumption is self-confidence. 
A number of ads mention enhancing self-confidence through building a healthy body. 
Exhibit 11，12, 13，and 14 are house ads that focus on different symbolic values. The 
ad in Exhibit 11 (released in 1999) mainly emphasizes success and wisdom, saying 
that buying the advertised houses represents successful people's wise choice. Exhibit 
12 (released in 2003) places the most emphasis on familial love and leisure, saying 
that the convenient location of the house saves a housewife's time and enables her to 
enjoy leisure. Independence is the most noticeable value in the ad in Exhibit 13 
(released in 2003)，for the ad suggests that the natural environment surrounding the 
house is ideal for a free and independent soul. The ad in Exhibit 14 apparently 
embraces luxury and eminent social status for career women. 
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Exhibit 4 Peugeot: automobile 
Source: Guangzhou Daily, November 15，1989, page 8 
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Exhibit 6 Citroen: automobile 
Source: Guangzhou Daily, November 27，2001，page A8 
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Exhibit 8 Sine - Co-Trimediazini: medicine 
Source: Guangzhou Daily, November 21, 1983，page 4 
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Hedonistic values prevailing over traditional values 
To indicate the relative salience of 16 symbolic values, they are ranked by their 
means. Figure 5 illustrates that when comparing the overall means across all years of 
the study, "luxury", "enjoyment", "luck", and "leisure" are the four values with the 
highest salience. When all symbolic values are ranked each year by the annual means, 
these four values have occupied the top three places in almost every year (Table 11). 
In a word, hedonism has always been the most important kind of meanings sought for 
in consumption since marketization in urban China began. The dominance of 
hedonism is consistent with the situation in the West, and it even outweighs traditional 
values in China. Seen in Figure 5, "family" has the highest overall salience among 
those values that conform to Chinese traditions (family, patriotism, nurturance, 
wisdom), but it falls behind all the hedonistic values. And the other three traditional 
values lie among the lowest five values in the salience ranking. The salience of 
"freedom", "independence" and "personality", which stand for "individualism", is 
higher than the traditional values. 
Figure 5 Ranking of symbolic values by overall means 
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Table 11 Three most salient symbolic values in each year 
Year Most salient value Second most salient Third most salient 
value value 
1981 (n=112) Affiliation Enjoyment L ^ 
1983 (n=145) Luxury Enjoyment Luck 
1985 (n=145) Luxury Enjoyment Luck 
1987 (n=155) Luxury Enjoyment Luck 
1989 (n=136) Enjoyment Luxury Affiliation 
1991 (n=165) Luxury Enjoyment Luck 
1993 (n= 183) Luxury Enjoyment Personality 
1995 (n=195) Luck Enjoyment Luxury 
1997 (n= 181) Luxury Leisure Luck 
1999 (n=148) Luxury Luck Status 
2001 (n=184) Enjoyment Luxury Leisure 
2003 (n=139) Enjoyment Leisure Luxury 
Note: The ranking is based on the means of the salience scores for each value. 
To compare the increase in salience of traditional values and non-traditional 
values, salience trends of "traditional values," "hedonism" and "individualism" are 
shown together in Figure 6. The thicker lines are drawn by connecting dots indicating 
the annual means of salience, and the thinner dotted lines are generated with the logic 
of regression according to the annual means. The slope of the regression line indicates 
how fast the s alienee rose o ver time. The growth rates for “traditional v alues" and 
"individualism" are very similar, but obviously "hedonism" has been increasing more 
acutely than the other two dimensions in terms of salience. 
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Figure 6 Increases in salience of traditional values, hedonism and individualism 
Salience 
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To put it simply, in terms of both the overall salience throughout the years and 
the speed of increase in salience since 1979，traditional values explicitly fall behind 
hedonistic values. Now the answer to the research question is clear: Since 1979， 
consumption values that deviate from Chinese traditions have been emphasized more 
in newspaper advertising than values that conform to Chinese traditions. 
Traditional value “family” twisted with hedonism 
As has been said, traditional values and non-traditional values measured in this 
research are not incompatible in nature. They are categorized as "traditional" or 
"non-traditional" because their degrees of conformance to Chinese traditions vary. 
Comparing their salience and rates of increase, a heavy influence of Chinese traditions 
on consumption is absent. Among the four traditional values, "family" is the most 
salient (Table 9，Figure 5). It is the value that best reflects the legacy of traditions on 
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contemporary c onsumption v alues. This i s c onsistent w ith t he u sual n otion h eld b y 
Chinese cultural scholars, such as Pan et al. (1994), who believe "family" to be the 
most stable traditional value that remains a concern to modem Chinese people. 
Further examining the newspaper ads that contain both traditional and non-traditional 
values, I find that "family" is often linked with "enjoyment". Of the whole sample, 66 
ads convey both traditional and non-traditional values, among which 36 use the value 
"family" to promote products. And of these 36 ads, 26 also incorporate the value 
"enjoyment". The meaning of "family" now often refers to the fun shared by family 
members in some consumption activities. As can be seen from the ads in Exhibit 15 
and 16，the Oriental Fun Fair is introduced with description of its entertaining 
facilities and performances, and all that copy ends in a concluding remark that 
recommends a happy family gathering in the Fun Fair; the West-joumey Park is 
depicted as a fantastic place for the whole family to explore together. Exhibit 17 is an 
ad that sells household karaoke. At the end of its body copy, it says that singing 
karaoke at home with family members is great pleasure to enjoy. According to Pan et 
al. (1994)，the substance of traditional emphasis on "family" was the continuous 
proliferation of generations and the fulfillment of duties by each family member 
according to his/her family role. The traditional meaning of "family" was quite 
functional and duty-oriented, rather than fun-oriented. However, when the idea of 
"family" is considered as a desirable value to be achieved in modem product 
consumption, its basic meaning is associated with fun and pleasure. The traditional 
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In summary, the content analysis that I conducted on the newspaper advertising 
validates the two research hypotheses. Symbolic consumption values, on the whole, 
have become continuously more salient in urban China since 1981，and utilitarian 
values, on the whole, have become less and less emphasized in modem times. Besides, 
the answer to the research question indicates the prevalence of non-traditional values, 
especially "hedonism," over traditional values in urban China's modernization era. 
“Family” is the most salient consumption value that originates from CWlieSe tiaditionS, 
but the contemporary meaning of this value bears a hedonistic orientation, which 
differs from its traditional focus on family duty. As for why these trends of 
consumption values have occurred in contemporary urban China, the in-depth 
interviews yielded some observations, which will be presented in the next section. 
The findings from interviews: changing consumption values 
in urban China corresponds to modernization 
This part of the findings is based on in-depth interviews with experienced 
advertising professionals, which elucidates factors for the changing consumption 
values in urban China. 
Technology and market enhance salience of symbolic 
consumption values 
To help explain why urban Chinese are increasingly concerned with symbolic 
meanings in consumption, four advertising professionals agree on notions about the 
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acceleration of innovation diffusion and the saturation of product supplies on the 
market. "The most important reason for the shift from utility pursuit to abstract 
meanings pursuit [by consumers] is the growing homogeneity in product features," 
Miss Wu contends. When the diffusion of innovation was slow, a product with 
improved functions was difficult to be copied, it could remain distinctive and gain 
consumers' votes for quite some time. Consumers' major concern lay on the advanced 
technology and high functional qualities. Obtaining a technologically advanced 
product already made the consumer happy enough. Later, when the market was more 
open and competition speeded up the diffusion of technology, the time that it took to 
copy a new invention was increasingly shortened. The threats from competing 
suppliers were strengthening. An innovated product can now only be distinctive for a 
short period of time; soon, other producers will put out similar products, and the 
innovation will easily become something taken for granted for the product category. 
Therefore, in the contemporary market, which has become saturated with different 
brands of products with similar physical features, consumers are not excited about 
simply getting something ordinary. They want to have something unique that 
stimulates their interests and makes them feel good about the purchase. Under such 
circumstances, symbolic meanings become important in consumption. 
Linda raises the example of Head & Shoulders (Shampoo Brand) to demonstrate this 
point. In 1980s, when the product Head & Shoulders first entered China, its dandruff 
removing function was quite unique to the Chinese. People felt happy for having a 
shampoo that could solve the dandruff problem better than ordinary shampoos. 
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However, as time went by, formulations of a dandruff-free shampoo have since been 
widely spread and now numerous brands of shampoos claim to prevent dandruff. 
There is nothing for the consumer to feel special about or happy for if s/he purchases 
gets a shampoo of this kind. "Consumers have to find a reason to buy a specific 
brand," Linda remarks, "otherwise they only get lost in front of the infinite 
proliferation of homogeneous products." Consumers want something more than 
functional performance, especially now that they have a wide selection of choices. 
Symbolic values which are injected into a product are the "something more." 
Advertising workers have conducted consumer research to explore the deeper-seated 
motives for eliminating dandruff and disclosed the symbolic meanings cared by 
consumers. That is why ads for Head & Shoulders now emphasize the closeness 
between people beyond the dandruff removing function - people will not become 
embarrassed by their dandruff even if they are close beside their friends, so they can 
enjoy the wonderful feeling of intimacy. In this case, the symbolic meaning 
"emotional closeness" is characterized as more important than the shampoo itself. 
Another example is an advertising campaign for Skyworth TV sets which aired in 
Guangzhou in 1996. In the mid 1990s, color TV sets were no longer a novelty f o r � 
Guangzhou people. Owning a color TV set was nothing special. Technologically 
speaking, Skyworth TV s ets were just similar to many other brands on the market. 
However, consumers much favored Skyworth because its advertising voiced out 
people's eagerness to watch the 26 '^' Olympic Games on TV. The ads suggested that 
Skyworth would make it possible for people to enjoy the last Olympics of the 
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century as much as they liked (Exhibit 18). The Skyworth ads were created based on 
the consideration that, for consumers, to buy a TV set was to buy an opportunity for 
fun and enjoyment. The admakers associated the TV with watching the Olympics 
rather than just an electrical instrument that could receive TV signals and display 
images. 
The quickened diffusion of technology and abounding products on the market in 
modem times confront urban Chinese with infinite possibilities of choice. Life has 
been upgraded from the basic form of simply getting enough necessities for survival 
into a journey that plays with abstract meanings in concrete things. Advertising plays a 
subtle and complex role in communicating symbolic consumption values. What is said 
in ads is carefully extracted from consumer insights ascertained through various kinds 
of market research. In turn, revealing abstract meanings favored by consumers not 
only establishes consumer preference for the product, but also reinforces consumers' 





























































































































































































































Modem competition explains dominance of hedonism in 
consumption values 
As for why hedonism is highly prominent in the consumption values held by 
urban Chinese, Mr. Kuang and Linda attribute it to the fast-paced life brought by 
modernization. "China has been developing very rapidly," Linda says, "and people are 
involved in demanding competitions at work. Everybody wants to win and survive the 
competition, and they are highly pressured. This has caused a tendency to escape from 
the reality and live leisurely." Individualization has urged people to work hard. They 
are often worried about failing in competitions and they feel insecure. The more 
pressures they face, the stronger they wish to live a happy, relaxed life accompanied 
by people who will not challenge them with competition. That people eagerly seek for 
symbolic consumption values like "hedonism" and "emotional attachment" is a 
reflection of this reality. A wide range of product categories are associated with 
"hedonism". Automobile ads highlight the fun of driving, in strong contrast to the 
stressful feeling at work; biscuits are sold with a temptation of private leisure in eating 
them; games are a selling point for mobile phones because consumers, especially 
young working adults, look for every chance to get entertainment to relax themselves 
from their work-related tensions. Also, family is one of the loci to relieve the nervous 
individual. One expects the joy brought by family activities to dispel the worries for 
work competition. This explains the association between consumption values "family" 
and "enjoyment", indicated in the results from content analysis of ads above. 
Consumers' search for emotional reliance became visible in early 1990s, 
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according to Miss Wu. That was when marketization in China took a great step 
forward, inspired by Deng Xiaoping's talk on a more opened market in 1992. The 
nation's increased acceptance for market competition confronted people with higher 
working pressures and a greater sense of insecurity. Lizhudele, a tummy medicine at 
that time, was typically successful in tapping on consumers' longing for emotional 
security. Its series of ads associated the medicine with men's emotional need for 
solicitudes by featuring the life of ordinary men such as builders, platelayers and 
minor-role actors (Exhibit 19，20’ 21). The ads praised their hard work and dedications, 
and brought up the fact that they mostly suffer from tummy disease under high 
working p ressures. T he core t heme o f the ads was s tated as: It i s men that n ceded 
solicitudes more badly. When these ads got released in 1994 on Yangcheng Evening 
News (an evening newspaper in Guangzhou), they earned warm responses wide across 
society, which hinted at people's aspiration for emotional comforts that soothed a 
hurried working life. 
In addition to the content analysis of newspaper ads, the in-depth interviews have 
addressed how the increasing salience of symbolic consumption values and the high 
prominence of hedonism correspond to the technology diffusion and the competitive 
life kindled by China's marketization. Based on all findings detailed above, in the 
final chapter, I will estimate future trends of consumption values in urban China as 
well as conclude on the correspondence between social environment and consumption 
values. 
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Exhibit 19 Lizhudele: medicine 
Source: Yangcheng Evening News, M a r c h 3 , 1 9 9 4，p a g e 11 
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Exhibit 20 Lizhudele: medicine 
Source: Yangcheng Evening News, March 14, 1994, page 4 
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Exhibit 21 Lizhudele: medicine 
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Chapter 6 Conclusion and Discussion 
Concluding remarks 
Before 1979, market relations were regarded as a symbol of capitalism and hence 
were not acceptable to the Chinese socialist regime. Central planning restrained 
productive capabilities by strictly controlling allocations of material and human 
resources, letting people tolerate material insufficiency and noimegotiable occupations. 
Since 1979，when Deng Xiaoping legitimized the market under the socialist goal for 
universal affluence and equality, market relations have been developed in China and 
brought about a series of profound social transformations. In the last 24 years, urban 
China has been involved in a market-oriented modernization process, in which 
production has soared, supplies of consumer products have abounded, and individuals 
have been gradually liberated from the state-assignment of jobs. Literature has shown 
such a scenario in western capitalist societies; as the market drives material affluence 
to grow and individualization to take place, people care more and more about 
symbolic values in consumption and place particular emphasis on hedonistic values. 
The current research reveals that the same scenario has applied to urban China ever 
since its marketization started. 
A content analysis of Chinese newspaper ads from 1981 to 2003 has proved that 
symbolic consumption values, including "traditional values," "hedonism," 
"individualism," "social position" and "emotional attachment," are becoming more 
and more salient. Meanwhile, utilitarian consumption values are found to be 
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continuously decreasing in salience. This is very consistent with the West in that 
"hedonism" has become the most dominant kind of symbolic value in contemporary 
urban China. Its dominance reflects people's longing for leisure and excessive 
comforts under two specific conditions generated by modernization: one is material 
prosperity that provides good reasons for consumers to ask for better consumption 
experiences, and the other is market-driven competitions that make people feel 
pressured and cause them to want to relax. China's market-oriented modernization has 
occurred centuries later than that in the West, and up until now it has had a rather short 
history. Urban China's relatively short modernization period has already witnessed a 
replication of the West in terms of the changing consumption values that correspond to 
material growth and individualization. It must be noticed that the modernization in the 
West and that in China have taken place under different official ideologies: capitalism 
for the West and socialism for China. In both cases, the official ideology has provided 
legitimation for the market-oriented modernization. Capitalism upholds private 
interests and tolerates the inequality resulting from market competition. It supports 
market relations in the West. On the contrary, socialism bears a Utopian vision of 
universal affluence and equality, but it also becomes the spiritual base for 
marketization in contemporary China, where marketization is regarded as a necessary 
means in the long procession towards the Utopian goal. In both societies, the 
modernized social structure has caused the same trends of consumption values. These 
phenomena stimulate us to further explore the relationships between official ideology, 
social structure and individual consumption. Is the correspondence between structural 
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modernization and individual consumption values not subject to the influence of the 
official ideology? Is there any direct correspondence between the official ideology and 
consumption values? 
Besides the two-decade long modemization, China is supposed to carry on its 
long-standing cultural traditions, as crystallized in Confucian beliefs. It is common for 
us to expect that every life sector of the Chinese, including consumption values, will 
have some reflection of the deep-rooted traditions. However, findings in this study 
show t hat s uch r eflection i n c onsumption v alues i n u rban C hina i s n ot s trong. It i s 
much weaker than the reflection of a hedonistic tendency, which is despised in 
Chinese traditions. When c onsumption v alues in C hina are c ompared with those in 
Western societies, emphasis on values that conform to Chinese traditions may still be 
stronger in China than in the West, as indicated in some previous studies (e.g., Lin, 
2001). However, seen from an observation of China's own case, it is non-traditional 
values that show more prominence than traditional values, suggesting that traditions 
do not have much impact on consumption values. It is modernization that is more 
influential. As for why the influence from traditions is weak, Pan et al's (1994) and 
Chu and Ju's (1993) explanations on the withering Chinese traditions may be plausible. 
They think that traditional values in China have been much destroyed by class 
struggle and propaganda campaigns against Confucianism during Mao's era before 
marketization. So even if marketization never happened, Chinese people's persistence 
to traditional values would still be problematic due to the brainwashing campaigns 
held by leaders before Deng Xiaoping. Now the most welcomed consumption value 
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that reflects Chinese traditions is "family," and it is highly associated with 
"enjoyment," which deviates from the traditional focus of the value. The findings in 
this thesis tend to echo the notion of withering Chinese traditions (Chu & Ju，1993; 
Pan et al., 1994). 
As for the surge in salience of symbolic values in 1995，we could consider a 
possible explanation that has something to do with the intensification of marketization 
caused by Deng Xiaoping's 1992 speeches on a more opened market economy. When 
Deng examined economic development in Southern China in 1992，he made a series 
of speeches that called for a more liberal market system. Subsequently, reform policies 
became more encouraging for free competition and individual interest pursuits on the 
market. This paved the way for richer supplies of consumer products and further 
individualization on the labor market, which would contribute to the emphasis on 
symbolic consumption values that was examined in previous chapters. When the 
sudden enhancement of structural change was reflected in consumption values, there 
could be a time lag, and so the salience of symbolic values rated unusually high in 
1995. What is more, it was not until 1992 that private advertising agencies were 
allowed to be set up in China (Yu & Deng, 1999). The emergence of large numbers of -
private advertising agencies after 1992，which were more daring in ad creativity, 
helped to address consumers' increasing concerns for symbolic values more directly in 
ads. This could to some extent account for why my study of newspaper ads revealed 
particularly high salience of symbolic consumption values in 1995. 
In regard to the future trends of consumption values in urban China, will the 
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salience of symbolic values continue to grow and that of utilitarian values continue to 
decrease? I think so as long as China's modernization project deepens. Will people 
finally care only about symbolic values and completely ignore utilitarian values, just 
like what Baudrillard (1996,1998) takes for about the consumer society? I believe it is 
too early to make this prediction. At least this scenario has not yet been proved with 
empirical evidence even in advanced modem societies in the West. Baudrillard's claim 
about the total dominance of symbolic values remains more like an assertion. It is hard 
to find practical support for the idea that all objects make sense to consumers only for 
their symbolic meanings subjectively implanted by consumers themselves. For this 
reason, I anticipate that in future China, the complete replacement of utilitarian 
consumption values by symbolic values is unlikely. 
Contributions of the current research mainly lie in two aspects. First, it gives a 
clear picture of consumption values in urban China during the marketization period 
since 1979，indicating the heavy impact of modernization and weak influence of 
Chinese traditions on consumption values. Second, a scale coding has been newly 
proposed to analyze values manifested in ads, which can probably generate more 
precise results than the dichotomous coding commonly used. 
Limitations and suggestions for future research 
In retrospect, the description of changing consumption values in urban China 
could be more convincing if the content analysis of ads was not limited to only one 
newspaper. Although the representativeness of Guangzhou Daily is high as an urban 
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Chinese newspaper that carries plenty of ads, there is limitation in substituting it for 
all urban areas in China. The generality would be higher if a couple of more 
newspapers from other cities in China were included for sampling and a comparison 
between different cities is made. However, due to resource constraints, only ads from 
Guangzhou Daily were sampled for this research. Besides, as a step to better confirm 
the validity of the new measurement for values in print ads, I should have consulted 
copywriters on the weights of different formats of copy. The weight differences 
among different copy formats have been acknowledged in textbooks on copywriting 
(Burton, 1999; Ding, Xia & Zhou, 1998)，and they could be further supported if 
copywriters agreed with the textbook discussions. 
Advertising cultivates as well as responds to consumers values. Now that 
symbolic consumption values have proven to be increasingly salient, how advertising 
promotes symbolic values is worth exploring. One possible area to be investigated is 
celebrity advertising. Celebrities are special spokesmen for products in that they 
represent a bundle of commonly agreed symbolic meanings formed according to their 
publicly known life stories (Zhang, 2004). Einstein bears the meanings of wisdom and 
achievement, for instance. Questions like how certain meanings are bound with a 
specific celebrity and how these meanings are loaded onto the product from the 
celebrity, as well as how they are transferred to consumers, need to be answered. 
Further investigation of consumption values can be concentrated on specific 
product categories. As shown in the data of the current research, product categories 
like automobiles and houses were rarely advertised in 1980s but have gained more and 
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more ad exposure since 1990s. Currently, house ads have the highest frequency in 
Guangzhou Daily. These newly emerged product categories are expensive ones, and 
their increased ad frequencies typically reflect people's growing purchase power 
benefited from marketization. We can expect to get a more focused picture of 
consumption values contextualized by China's modernization if we delve into these 
particular product categories. Fraser (2000) has specifically analyzed housing ads in 
Shanghai of the 1990s with a focus on the pursuit of luxury. However, he has not 
addressed the trends of values manifest in house ads over time. A longitudinal 
perspective needs to be applied in future research to broaden our understanding. 
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Appendix 
I. Basic questions for in-depth interviews with advertising 
professionals 
1. Basic professional backgrounds of the interviewee. 
2. Referring to the product category/categories that you are most familiar with, 
what consumption value(s) do you often promote in ads nowadays? 
Have these values been emphasized all along since you began working on 
this category? 
Have you seen any c hanges in the values emphasized? If so, what are the 
changes and what causes them? Could you use a specific example to illustrate 
your points? 
3. Do you think symbolic consumption values are gaining salience in Chinese 
ads? 
If so, what brings about the salience increase? 
If not, have utilitarian values always dominated? Western societies have 
witnessed increasing salience of symbolic consumption values when market 
economy develops. Why has not the same trend occurred in China in its 
marketization? 
4. Are Chinese ads leading or following consumer values? Why? 
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II. Salience trends of consumption values found in newspaper ads 
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